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By EARLE HILGERT
Professor of New Testament Literature, Andrews University
[This is the first in a series of six articles on the
great gospel themes with which the apostle Paul deals
in his letter to the church at Rome. Later articles,
by a symposium of writers, will deal with the other
Pauline Epistles. Before reading each article, read
again the passage in Romans with which the article
is concerned. This first article is based on Romans
1:1 to 2:11.—Enrroas.1

I

N SOME ways, at least, Paul's Epistle to the Romans is his most important letter. This is true both
because it is his fullest presentation
of the gospel as he preached it ("my
gospel," Rom. 2:16) and because of
the situation in his life that prompted
the letter. An understanding of this
setting is important to a full appreciation of the message of Romans.
According to Romans 15:19-29,
Paul had reached a crisis and a turning point in his ministry. He is in
Greece ("Achaia," verse 26), but finds
that doors have closed for further
evangelistic work in that area (verse
23). Looking for new worlds to conquer for the gospel, the apostle turns
his eyes westward toward the most remote regions of the Roman Empire.
Far across the Mediterranean lies
Spain, to which he dreams of carrying the gospel (verse 24). Before undertaking this new venture, however,
he has one remaining responsibility
to fulfill in the East—the collection
and delivery of funds for the church
in Jerusalem (cf. Gal. 2:10). After
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that he plans to turn his face westward and claim Spain for his Lord.
A comparison with Acts 20:2, 3
shows that this point in Paul's life
falls at the end of the third missionary journey, during the three months
he spent in Greece (cf. 1 Cor. 16:6).
This sojourn in Corinth probably
took place during the early months
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The apostle Paul wrote his letter to the
Romans to give a comprehensive view of
the gospel as he was preaching it.

of A.D. 58 (see SDA Bible Dictionary,
p. 827).
As Paul considers opening up new
work in Spain, his thoughts center on
his relationship with the church at
Rome. There is no record that he had
ever visited the city prior to this time.
But it is evident that some other Christian evangelist had established a
church there, though we do not know
who he was or when the church had
been established. We do know that
when Paul finally reached Rome,
some three years after writing this
Epistle, he found Christians not only
in the capital but also at the important seaport of Puteoli (Acts 28:14),
three to four days' journey to the
south. Apparently, therefore, the
Christian church must already have
had a strong foothold in Italy when
this Epistle was written. The city of
Rome being the hub of the political
and economic life of the whole empire, Paul naturally desired that the
Christians living there should understand his approach to the gospel. It
was the only major city in the west,
and their cordial backing was important to success in a missionary endeavor in that part of the world.
This letter was intended to prepare
(Please turn to page 9)
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bered that there is no offense so grave
as to turn one's back upon the living
God. Thus we see that if a man turns
from the true and living God, he will
be lost. Though he was once saved, he
may not always be saved.

God's Revelation
(Continued from page 1)
the way for his proposed trip to Spain,
and his visit to Rome en route. The
usual route from the eastern Mediterranean to Spain followed the western
coast line of Italy, the south of France,
and the east side of the Spanish peninsula. Before the invention of the compass, sea traffic usually followed the
coast line whenever possible, even
though this meant a much longer trip.
No Specific Problem
The Epistle to the Romans seems
not to have been prompted by any
specific problem in that church (as
with his letters to the Corinthians and
the Galatians), but by the practical
need in Paul's own ministry for a comprehensive declaration of the gospel
as he preached it. It is understandable
that in introducing himself to the
most important Christian congregation in the west he should wish to
give them a full understanding of
his point of view. That many Christians misunderstood Paul and his message is evident from the bitter opposition he encountered at Jerusalem
only a few weeks after he wrote this
Epistle (see Acts 21:20-29).
This explains why the book of Romans is a thoroughly theological work.
It sets forth his most carefully developed arguments. At the same time,
however, the letter is not to be taken
as systematic theology. Paul is not
seeking to write a comprehensive, objective treatise on salvation. He moves
from point to point logically, but he
is setting forth an argument, not giving a survey of all that might be
said on the doctrine of salvation. He
expresses himself in his own figures of
speech, and with reference to the immediate context of his time (for instance, on the problem of the tension
between the Jews and Gentiles that
then plagued the church).
These facts must always be borne
in mind as we read his Epistle. As Wilhelm Bousset has said: "Paul's epistles—even that to the Romans—must
be read as outpourings from the
heart of an impulsive prophet-like
personality, and not as dialectic didactic writings" (quoted by Adolf
Deissmann, Light From the Ancient
East, p. 231, n. 3).
Paul, immediately after introducing himself, in keeping with the style
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of ancient letters, speaks of "the gospel of God, (which he had promised
afore by his prophets in the holy scriptures,) concerning his Son Jesus
Christ." Here Paul makes a pronouncement of great importance, for
he sets forth the true relationship between the Old and New Testaments.
For him the "holy scriptures" were,
of course, the Old Testament. These
Paul recognizes as having promised
the coming of salvation in Jesus
Christ. The gospel, on the other hand,
is the good news of that salvation as
proclaimed by Jesus' disciples. Thus
Paul establishes a relationship of
promise and fulfillment between the
two Testaments.
As the Christian reads the Old
Testament with eyes of faith he sees
that Christ is indeed its fulfillment.
It is, in fact, the conviction of the
New Testament writers that Christ
fulfilled not only individual passages
of the Old Testament (such as Isaiah
7:14 and Micah 5:2) but also the
Old Testament as a whole. From Genesis to Malachi there is the expectation of salvation to come, which is
never realized within the covers of the
Old Testament. Christian faith declares that this salvation has been fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The event above
all others that declares this with
power (verse 4) is the resurrection.
This, together with the gift of the
Spirit that followed it, and which it
made possible, is the dynamic of eternal life.
The Revelation of God
Paul goes on, beginning at verse 16,
to speak of God's revelation. This is a
double revelation, for God reveals
both His righteousness (verse 17)
and His wrath (verse 18ff.). On the
one hand the righteousness of God is
proclaimed in the gospel and is
known by the believer through faith;
but wherever God's righteousness is
made known, by contrast sinful man
is seen to stand also under the judgment of God. Righteousness and judgment always go together where fallen
man is concerned.
Thus in the last analysis, righteousness and judgment are not antithetical. Their relationship is more like
that of two sides of the same coin. The
moment a man, confronted by God,
recognizes divine righteousness, he
also thereby accepts divine judgment
against him. Implicit in the prayer
"Lord, forgive my sin" is the further
confession "for I stand indeed under
Thy judgment." The moment we accept the grace of God in salvation,
that moment we also recognize divine
judgment. Thus it is possible for Paul
to speak here in the same breath of
the revelation of God's righteousness
and the revelation of His wrath.

In verses 19 and 20 Paul deals with
the revelation of God through nature.
This is the problem of "natural revelation," which has occupied theologians for many centuries. The apostle's statement here has often been
understood to mean that from the creation of the world this revelation of
God has been available to man. By
this, man could have known God, but
in rejecting it he has made himself
liable to divine wrath. Such a position implies, then, the possibility of a
natural theology, a natural religion.
John Calvin (Institutes I, 5:11; 6:1)
emphasizes that this is only a possibility, of which man has not made use,
and of which indeed he cannot make
use because of his fallen condition.
On this basis natural revelation would
be valid only for unfallen man; after
the Fall man could not find salvation
through it.
However, we feel that even here
there is more to be said. Paul states
that this revelation is "from the creation of the world," and we must not
forget that Christ is not only our Saviour on the cross but also our Creator;
thus any revelation of God must ultimately be in and through Christ. Our
passage really begins at verse 16 with
the gospel and the righteousness of
God, which is manifest only in Christ.
The revelation of God's wrath in
verses 18ff. is the other side of the
coin of the revelation of divine righteousness. As one is through Christ, so
the other must be. Thus it seems clear
that "natural revelation" is not a revelation apart from and prior to
Christ. It is intimately connected with
the proclamation of the gospel: when
Christ is proclaimed to a heathen and
he believes, then in view of that
proclamation and belief, he sees
clearly in nature that the power and
attributes of the Creator, Christ, are
revealed. It is this testimony that
leaves him without excuse.
Karl Barth recently gave a helpful
illustration of this point. The revelation of God in nature is like the reflector on the back of a bicycle. It is
invisible until light is thrown on it,
then it shines forth brilliantly in the
darkness. Just so, the revelation of
God in nature cannot be seen and understood until the light of gospel
proclamation is cast on it; then in
faith the heavens, which to an unbeliever speak only of the marvelous intricacy of nature, suddenly "declare
the glory of God." The difference
between an unbelieving astronaut
who declares upon his return from
space that he did not find God up
there and the Christian who sings,
"Lord, Thy glory gilds the heavens"
is not a difference of intelligence or of
knowledge of nature; it is a difference
of faith.
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